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Emerging market multinational enterprises (EMNEs) seem to face almost continuous negative media coverage in
many Western countries. Our study scrutinizes this phenomenon to examine why and how EMNEs are con-
fronting increasing negative media coverage. We empirically examine how the British newspaper media reported
on the governmental banning of Huawei from fifth-generation network development in the UK. Our findings
suggest that liabilities of origin (LOR) trigger negative media coverage of EMNEs, and that the geopolitical
context and media framing make LOR more salient and harmful for EMNE:s in developed countries. We propose a

contextualized explanation for EMNEs’ legitimacy defeats in the media by identifying the cause (i.e., LOR),
context (i.e., geopolitical rivalry), and process (i.e., media framing) in such a de-legitimization mechanism.
Indeed, we crystalize the matter of how the media frames LOR and de-legitimizes EMNEs. We also examine
EMNESs’ voice strategies for mitigating negative media coverage and defending legitimacy.

1. Introduction

In modern global business settings, it is crucially important that
multinational enterprises (MNEs) understand the nuances and com-
plexities of legitimacy (Deephouse, 1996). Although liabilities of
foreignness (LOF) are borne by all MNEs when entering foreign coun-
tries (Zaheer, 1995; Kostova et al., 2008), liabilities of origin (LOR) have
been recognized as a key disadvantage affecting emerging market
multinational enterprises’ (EMNEs) legitimacy in developed countries
(Ramachandran & Pant, 2010). Relatedly, geopolitical relationships
have been considered increasingly as a factor exacerbating the level of
opposition MNEs face in foreign countries (Shi et al., 2016). Such a
phenomenon has occurred more often for EMNEs operating in devel-
oped countries, where we see huge institutional distances between the
home and host countries (Kostova & Zaheer, 1999; Salomon & Wu,
2012). Due to rising geopolitical rivalry and tension around the world (e.
g., the US-China Tech Cold War), more cases of EMNEs’ (e.g., Chinese
MNEs) legitimacy threats in developed countries are triggered by po-
litical allegations rather than corporate wrongdoing and misbehavior.
Scholars have emphasized that such legitimacy challenges faced by
EMNE:s in the host country can be influenced by their home country
conditions (Marano et al., 2017).

Considering the increasing geopolitical rivalry globally, it is neces-
sary to capture not only LOF but also LOR in the examination of EMNEs’
legitimacy challenges. However, what factors constitute LOR and how

LOR are constructed in host countries have been seldom examined
(versus LOF) in international business (IB) research (Fiaschi et al., 2017;
Marano et al., 2017). As legitimacy is a state endorsed by social actors, it
is vital to identify two key social actors: government regulators and
public opinion (Deephouse, 1996). In terms of government regulators,
scholars have claimed that the MNEs’ political risk is legitimacy-based
(Stevens et al., 2016). As for public opinion, the media is an important
social-control agent affecting attitudes of the public toward MNEs
(Clemente & Gabbioneta, 2017). Stevens et al. (2016, p. 948) asserts
that it is crucial for studies to investigate the “role of legitimacy-granting
actors other than the government” that can determine corporate legiti-
macy. As such, this study scrutinizes the role of the media, as a less
examined social actor, in affecting EMNEs’ legitimacy in host countries.

Research in mass communication and political science has a long
tradition of studying the role of the media in influencing the public’s
perceptions and attitudes toward social and political life (Fiss & Hirsch,
2005; Matthes, 2009). Further, there is increasing interest among busi-
ness and management scholars in the role of the media in framing
organizational scandals (e.g., Garcia, 2011; Clemente & Gabbioneta,
2017), suggesting the media not only performs as an intermediary for
disseminating information to the public, but also has the power to in-
fluence their perceptions of organizations by applying different media
frames. From a social construction perspective, an organization or its
behavior becomes illegitimate only if it is perceived as such (Entman,
2012). Thus, the media is indeed a vital stakeholder in constructing the
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legitimacy of EMNEs, in the form of media framing such as defining
problems, analyzing causes and impacts, as well as informing policy-
making (Entman, 2012). Media texts have been used to study the
discursive legitimacy of MNEs (Vaara et al., 2006). From a discursive
perspective, senses of legitimacy are generated in relation to specific
discourses, in which “people can make sense of particular issues and give
sense to them” (Vaara & Tienari, 2008, p. 987). Thus, media framing can
be a key element in investigating the (de)construction of EMNESs’
legitimacy in host countries.

For two decades, the tectonic plates of global trade and investment
have been shifting toward EMNEs. Fang and Chimenson (2017) pre-
dicted that EMNEs, such as Chinese MNEs, would need to face up to
continuous negative media coverage in Western countries for the fore-
seeable future—which has been witnessed in recent years, in step with
the escalating US-China geopolitical rivalry. Our study scrutinizes this
phenomenon to examine how and why EMNEs are confronting
increasing negative media coverage. Meanwhile, we observe that media
framing of corporate scandals cannot explain how EMNEs are
de-legitimized in the current geopolitical turmoil. It is important to
investigate how the media frames EMNEs’ legitimacy in the context of
the geopolitical rivalry between host and home countries. Therefore,
this study aims to answer two research questions: 1) Why do EMNEs face
increasing negative media coverage in developed countries? and 2) How are
EMNEs de-legitimized by the media in developed countries and making voice
in the media to defend themselves?

By combining IB and mass communication research, this study un-
dertakes an inductive single-case study, with a high degree of contex-
tualization, to answer the research questions. Different from a
traditional case study for inductive theory-building (Fisenhardt &
Graebner, 2007; Yin, 2018), the emphasis on contextualization aims to
reconcile theory and context, providing context-sensitive explanation on
complex social phenomenon (Welch et al., 2011, 2022). We selected the
single case of Huawei suffering a legitimacy defeat in the UK. From
November 2019 to August 2020, Huawei experienced a policy U-turn by
the UK government and was ultimately banned from the UK’s fifth
generation (5G) network infrastructure development, which was
intensively reported by the media. We examined how five British
newspapers framed the Huawei issue during this period.

Our study advances knowledge in three ways. First, it contributes to
theory on LOR faced by EMNEs (Ramachandran & Pant, 2010; Kolk &
Curran, 2017), by taking a key but under-investigated stakeholder—the
media—into account. We illustrate the relationship among EMNE’s
LOR, media framing, and the geopolitical rivalry context, which explains
why and how EMNEs face legitimacy defeats in the media. Second, the
study contributes to research on the media coverage of MNEs (Vaara
et al., 2006; Fang & Chimenson, 2017), by looking at the process of
media framing and the de-legitimization of EMNEs in developed coun-
tries. We identify five elements that constitute the media framing of
EMNEs’ LOR in developed countries, which differs from previous media
framing on corporate scandals (Clemente & Gabbioneta, 2017). Third,
we contribute to methodological pluralism in IB by emphasizing the role
of contextualization in theory building via case study research. Our
study is novel in showing that context is endogenous rather than exog-
enous to theory (Welch et al., 2011, 2022).

2. Theoretical background
2.1. LOR and EMNEs’ legitimacy

MNEs doing business abroad suffer additional costs compared with
conducting business domestically, which can be termed LOF (Zaheer,
1995; Kostova & Zaheer, 1999). Although LOF are thought to be borne
by all MNEs in host countries, it has been noted that EMNEs bear
additional LOR when investing in developed countries (Pant & Ram-
achandran, 2012). LOR are defined as “disadvantages faced by MNEs in
international markets as a consequence of their national origins”
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(Ramachandran & Pant, 2010, p.233). Different from LOF that highlight
costs for firms in the host country because of “where they are not from”,
LOR emphasize costs linked to “where they are from” (Ramachandran &
Pant, 2010, p.248).

Extant studies have investigated the reasons why LOR became more
important for EMNEs than for their counterparts from developed
countries (e.g., Moeller et al., 2013; Marano et al., 2017; Fang & Chi-
menson, 2017). For instance, EMNEs may lack access to financial mar-
kets and talent. Another source of LOR faced by EMNEs is related to the
image of its home country (Yu & Liu, 2018). Focusing on the specific
nationality of a company, LOR might be raised by factors such as adverse
country image and negative country product image (Johansson et al.,
1994). In examining the relationship between a firm’s country of origin
and its acceptance in a host country, Moeller et al. (2013) found that
when local constituents hold a negative predisposition toward the
foreign country, they can extend such perceptions to firms from those
countries, causing social resistance to the firms. Further, Yu and Liu
(2018), in investigating a Chinese firm in New Zealand, found that the
firm suffered from a negative country stereotype image and associated
resistance in the local society. Another source of EMNEs’ LOR comes
from home-country government intervention in their internationaliza-
tion decision-making (Luo et al., 2010). Although EMNEs have benefited
from massive government support in the process of internationalization
(Huang et al., 2017), such support can be considered as a type of liability
regarding unfair competition and non-market motivations. The accusa-
tion is that the internationalization of EMNE:s is driven by political ob-
jectives rather than standard commercial ones (Deng, 2009).

Given the legitimacy-based disadvantages borne by EMNEs, Ram-
achandran and Pant (2010) proposed two theoretical path-
ways—namely, institutional entrepreneurship and organizational
identity—to overcome LOR and save legitimacy. First, to pursue insti-
tutional entrepreneurship, EMNEs need to mobilize resources in the host
institutional environment, develop powerful rationales for the changes
proposed, and negotiate with salient institutional actors for policy
changes (Hardy & Maguire, 2008). Second, EMNEs can undertake a
gradual process of identity change to build an attractive image in the
host country, which might be directed toward narratives including
sense-breaking (challenging the taken-for-granted identity or image)
and sense-giving (presenting an alternate, reasonable identity narrative)
(Gioia & Chittipeddi, 1991). In addition to these pathways scholars have
suggested MNEs could use various nonmarket strategies, such as stra-
tegic corporate social responsibility and corporate political activities, to
deal with complex global business-government relationships (Sun et al.,
2021). In particular, researchers call for MNEs to form foreign policy or
use IB diplomacy to respond to the rising geopolitical tensions (Chip-
man, 2016; Doh et al., 2022). What unites the disparate approaches to
overcoming LOR is that they all stress the importance of effective
corporate communications with external stakeholders (e.g., govern-
ments and the media).

2.2. Media framing and discursive legitimacy

Legitimacy is key to an organization’s survival and success, and
broadly concerns the acceptance of the organization by its environment
(Dowling & Pfeffer, 1975). Suchman (1995, p. 574) defines legitimacy
as "a generalized perception or assumption that the actions of an entity
are desirable, proper, or appropriate within some socially constructed
system of norms, values, beliefs, and definitions". Importantly, Kostova
and Zaheer (1999) argued that MNEs provide a suitable opportunity to
study the complexity of legitimacy as they operate in more than two
countries where the main bases of legitimacy show different charac-
teristics. Deephouse (1996) argued that it is vital to frame two key social
actors: one is government regulators and the other is public opinion.
Against this backdrop, media coverage and media evaluation are
considered as salient and vital sources of societal legitimacy perceptions
(Aerts & Cormier, 2009). Using a legitimacy-based view, Stevens et al.
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(2016) suggested that the media is a social actor that can provide to, or
withhold from, a firm the “social license to operate”, depending on
whether they perceive it as a legitimate and acceptable entity in the host
country. Media texts have been used to study the discursive legitimacy
of MNEs (Vaara et al., 2006). From a discursive perspective, senses of
legitimacy are generated in relation to specific discourses, in which
“people can make sense of particular issues and give sense to them”
(Vaara & Tienari, 2008, p. 987), and legitimation means to create senses
of positive, beneficial, ethical, understandable, and/or acceptable action
in a specific setting (Van Leeuwen & Wodak, 1999).

Research in mass communication and political science has a long
tradition of studying the role of the media in shaping the public’s
perception of issues (Fiss & Hirsch, 2005; Matthes, 2009). A premise of
political communication is that politicians try to use the media to
mobilize support for policies through invoking ‘frames in communica-
tion’, which means encouraging the public to think about policies in
particular ways (Chong & Druckman, 2007). Despite this role as an in-
formation intermediary (Bushee et al., 2010), the media can perform as
an active, rather than neutral, participant to influence public opinions
by framing contested issues (Zavyalova et al., 2017). Entman (1993, p.
52) defines media framing as “to select some aspect of a perceived re-
ality and make them more salient in a communicating text, in such a way
as to promote a particular problem definition, causal interpretation,
moral evaluation, and/or treatment recommendation”. Media framing
can be identified in news texts through key words, stereotyped images,
judgments, and sources of information (Entman, 1993).

Scholars have applied media framing in organizational research into
corporate scandals such as audit fraud and operational malfeasance (e.
g., Cohen et al., 2015; Clemente & Gabbioneta, 2017). For example,
Garcia (2011) investigated the conflict between BP and Greenpeace by
examining debates in US newspaper articles. The findings showed a
media tendency to portray BP as a villain and Greenpeace as a hero in
their conflict. Clemente and Gabbioneta (2017) examined how four
different German newspapers reported the Volkswagen diesel scandal,
and identified four frames applied by the newspapers: legalistic,
contextual, reputational, and scapegoating. These studies developed a
media framing for organizational wrongdoing, which can be considered
as socially constructed—the result of interactions between firms and
social-control agents (Greve et al., 2010). However, Fiaschi et al. (2017)
suggested that EMNEs may suffer from social irresponsibility claims
from the media and other reporting agencies, despite doing no-harm in
the internationalization process. The media framing literature’s focus on
corporate wrongdoing has created a lacuna in knowledge on how the
media can frame corporate contestation in other contexts.

2.3. Geopolitical rivalry, soft power, and mass communication

EMNEs have become increasingly involved in between-nations
competition and geopolitical rivalry in the contemporary era. One
typical case is Washington’s sanctions on Chinese hi-tech firms, which
has made the firms a focal point for geopolitical tensions. Geopolitics is a
field of study that concerns the practice of states controlling and
competing for territory and power (Flint, 2006). In the post-Cold War
world since the 1990s, global politics has become multipolar and mul-
ticivilizational. Huntington (1993, 1998) put forth that the clash of
civilizations might become the major conflict in the post-Cold War
world. Civilization is “a culture writ large”, which involves values,
norms, institutions, and modes of thinking (Huntington, 1998, p.41),
and there are several major civilizations, such as Western, Sinic, Islamic,
etc. Huntington’s influential international relations theory, “Clash of
Civilizations”, suggests that between-nations competition after the Cold
War is unlikely to see a dominant, universal civilization in a multipolar
world. IB scholars have been devoting attention to rising geopolitical
impacts on MNE operations. Shi et al. (2016) finds that a MNE may face
a strong level of opposition in a foreign country that has different reli-
gious beliefs and political systems from its home country. Kolk and
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Curran (2017) conclude that MNEs’ LOR are reflected in ideological
conflicts in a foreign market, such as free trade versus protectionism.
Indeed, the unfolding geopolitical tension globally presents a unique
and contextually rich opportunity to extend knowledge of LOR and
understand EMNEs’ legitimacy challenges.

Geopolitical competition after the Cold War has shifted from the use
of hard power to soft power, which refers to a nation’s ability to influ-
ence and control other nations’ behavior through attraction and
persuasion rather than coercive measures such as military force or
economic sanctions (Nye, 1990). Soft power can stem from a country’s
cultural values and ideological resources (Abodohoui & Su, 2020).
Although China has become the world’s second largest economy, it is
still considered to be weak in its soft power in Western eyes (Nye, 2008).
For instance, in 2018, China was ranked 130th out of 167 countries on
the Democracy Index, by the Economist Intelligence Unit, and came
80th out of 180 countries on the Corruption Perception Index, according
to Transparency International (Abodohoui & Su, 2020). Nye (2008)
argues that countries with stronger soft power are those whose ideology
is closer to Western universal values including liberalism, pluralism, and
autonomy.

Warren (2014, p.117) claims that, due to its intangible and imma-
terial character, soft power “can only be exercised through mechanisms
of communication”. Indeed, Dower’s (1986) book War Without Mercy
presents how mass communication was utilized as a weapon during the
Pacific War, as a part of World War II. Western countries and Japan were
using different types of mass communication tools such as films, car-
toons, and selected news reporting to conduct wartime propaganda for
both domestic and foreign people. The current Tech Cold War between
the US and China shares some common characters with the ‘hot’ war in
Dower’s book; that is, media propaganda. In wartime, the media takes
on the responsibility of promoting political propaganda. One objective
of such propaganda is to make people “know your enemy” by dehu-
manizing the opponent country, and another is to justify that the war is a
‘good’ war from its own perspective and ‘evil’ from the enemy’s
perspective (Dower, 1986). Since the media was never really absent in
wartime historically, the role of the media cannot be neglected when
investigating the unfolding Tech Cold War. Further, Warren (2014) ar-
gues that mass communication can be used as tool to enhance a coun-
try’s soft power by strengthening the country’s ability to broadly
disseminate political messages. Since centralized political media pro-
paganda that is a mainstay of hot wars is not as relevant in the case of a
modern cold war, we use the more subtle concept of media framing to
explore the impact of geopolitical tensions on EMNEs.

3. Method and data

3.1. Inductive theory-building case study with a high degree of
contextualization

We conduct an inductive case study with a high degree of contex-
tualization (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007; Welch et al., 2011, 2022) to
investigate why EMNEs face increasing negative media coverage and
how EMNE:s are de-legitimized by the media. Methods of case study are
not only about methods of data collection and analysis, but also about
methods of theorizing. Traditional inductive theory-building via
(comparative) case studies emphasizes identifying regularities and
generating testable propositions (Eisenhardt, 1989), which has been
criticized for being weak on both causal explanation and contextuali-
zation (Welch et al., 2011). As an alternative, Welch et al. (2011) put
forth a typology of contextualized explanation to reconcile theory and
context. We concur with the view that contextualization is “an integral
part of the case study”; context is not exogenous but rather is endoge-
nous to theory (Welch et al., 2022, p.20). Facing rising geopolitical ri-
valry (e.g., the US-China Tech Cold War), EMNEs’ (e.g., from China)
legitimacy defeats in developed countries require a better explanation
using context-specific conceptualization and theorization.
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Given the theoretical backgrounds of EMNEs’ legitimacy complex-
ities and negative media coverage, and the research focus on the
geopolitical context, particularly the US-China Tech Cold War, we
decided to choose a Chinese MNE in the hi-tech sector for investigation.
We focus on events in 2020, specifically, when the US government
aimed to lobby its allies to ban certain Chinese MNEs for ‘national se-
curity’ reasons. The typical firms involved in such geopolitical turmoil
include Huawei, Tencent, and TikTok (The New York Times, 2020). We
selected Huawei because the firm had received vast media attention.
Inspection of relevant media reports also proved the worthiness of
investigating Huawei. For example, Huawei was described as “the first
Chinese tech company to become globally dominant” (The Guardian,
2020), which suggests that Huawei, as China’s leading ‘national cham-
pion’, meets the criteria of a revelatory single case (Yin, 2018). Huawei
now has business in more than 170 countries. Also, the media empha-
sized that “[A]t stake is not just the fate of one of China’s most promi-
nent and successful companies, but the broader technological
competition between Beijing and Washington” (Financial Times, 2021),
which proves that Huawei perfectly fits our purpose of theorizing
through contextualization (Welch et al., 2011). Finally, we chose Hua-
wei’s legitimacy defeat in the UK rather than the US. The UK context
evinced more geopolitical complexity, that is, the UK government’s
policy U-turn on Huawei and multilateral relations among the UK, the
US, and China.

In 2015, Huawei became the world’s largest telecommunications
equipment company, followed by Finland’s Nokia Corporation and
Sweden’s Ericsson. In particular, Huawei is leading the development of
the 5G network and, according to media sources, is something like two
years ahead of its competitors. Huawei first entered the UK market in
2001, and participated deeply in the UK’s 4G development by cooper-
ating with local telecom carriers such as Vodafone and BT. However,
Huawei ran into legitimacy challenges over its involvement in the UK’s
5G network. The legitimacy dispute of Huawei has been straightfor-
wardly resolved, insofar as the UK government banned Huawei from its
5G network’s development in July 2020. However, the process of this
ban was far from straightforward, as the UK government made a policy
U-turn. In January 2020, the UK government allowed Huawei to
participate in the non-core part of the 5G network with a 35% market
share cap. However, in July 2020, the UK government decided to fully
ban Huawei from participating in its 5G network. During this period, the
British media discussed widely the matter of whether to ban Huawei,
which provides an ideal opportunity to investigate the (de)construction
of Huawei’s legitimacy.

3.2. Data collection

To analyze how the legitimacy of Huawei was defeated in the UK, we
collected news articles about Huawei that were published by five
different British newspaper media from November 2019 to August in
2020. The selected five British broadsheet newspapers are The Financial
Times (FT), The Guardian (Guardian), The Independent (Independent), The
Telegraph (Telegraph), and The Times (Times). Our selection of these five
newspapers is linked, first, to their fame and popularity.’ According to
YouGov’s (2021) ranking of UK newspapers: FT is 14th in fame and 4th
in popularity, Guardian is 5th in fame and 3rd in popularity, Independent
is 10th in fame and 7th in popularity, Telegraph is 8th in fame and 10th
in popularity, and Times is 3rd in fame and 1st in popularity. Second, as
the Huawei case is related to UK government policymaking, our selec-
tion aims to balance the political leaning of the newspapers. The selected
broadsheet newspapers cover evenly the left-center-right political
spectrum (i.e., Guardian-Independent-FT-Times-Telegraph) (Smith,

1 Fame is the % of people who have heard of a newspaper, and popularity is
the % of people who have a positive opinion of a newspaper. These are used in
YouGov Ratings: https://yougov.co.uk/about/ratings-faq/.
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2017). As the five newspapers represent different political stances, their
articles together offer a comprehensive analysis of Huawei’s legitimacy
problems. Non-daily and non-national newspapers were excluded.

There are three reasons that we choose broadsheets rather than
popular tabloids (e.g., The Sun and Daily Mail). First, broadsheets are
considered the ‘quality press’ compared with tabloids and publish
serious news, focusing more on fact than emotion. The opposite is true
for tabloids (Rogers, 2020). Second, broadsheet articles build argu-
ments—conclusions as well as the facts and warrants behind them—that
provide rich information ready for qualitative content analysis. Third,
broadsheets target a more upscale audience than do tabloids. As such,
broadsheets are more likely to influence policymakers. Thus, broad-
sheets are more appropriate than tabloids for examining the legitimacy
defeat of Huawei in the UK, which was generated from a governmental
sanction instead of a public boycott.

Using the Nexis UK database, our initial search looked for the word
“Huawei” in the news headline of articles published during the review
window. We included articles labeled as “news” and “editorial” in our
dataset as they are produced under a standard procedure of the media
organization. We filtered out articles labeled as “opinion”, “voice”, and
“letters” as such articles are mostly written by external analysts and
readers, and are based on subjective views rather than objective news
facts and warrants. Next, the identified news articles were filtered by
ruling out irrelevant news. For example, Huawei is not the main
reporting subject, or news reports are introducing Huawei’s new
smartphones. As a result, 213 news articles were collected, with 49 from
Guardian, 42 from Independent, 37 from FT, 40 from Times, and 45 from
Telegraph (see Table 1). The media coverage in the selected newspapers
indicates that Huawei’s legitimacy dispute in the UK has been under
continuous scrutiny from November 2019 to August 2020. What is more,
there were two waves of particularly intensive media reporting on
Huawei during the period. Fig. 1 shows that media coverage peaked in
January and July 2020 when the UK government announced its original
and revised Huawei policies.

3.3. Data analysis

Given the nature of our ‘why’ and ‘how’ research questions, we use
an inductive methodology to derive our frames. As the concept of media
framing involves both selection and salience, we started by identifying
“components or devices of frames” (i.e., selection), whose relative
salience gives origin to the media framing (Matthes & Kohring, 2008,
p-263). The coding process contained three stages. In the first stage, we
used the Gioia template to inductively identify frames in the media texts
(Corley & Gioia, 2004; Gioia et al., 2013). Unlike traditional media
framing analysis starting with a predetermined number of frame ele-
ments such as problem definition, causal attribution, moral evaluation,
and treatment (Entman, 1993; Matthes & Kohring, 2008), the Gioia
template makes the frame elements emerge from the texts. In this way,
researchers can explore elements of media framing specific to the
research context.

We started by reading all the news articles to become familiar with
and develop a general understanding of the content and tone. Then, we
manually coded the media texts. Specifically, we used open coding to
uncover common themes and produce an initial set of categories (Glaser
& Strauss, 1967). At this stage, the coding process aims to identify
common key themes that serve to undermine Huawei’s legitimacy in the
UK. We then generated our first-order categories by combining common
and similar codes. Once we developed the first-order coding of the first
newspaper, we moved onto the second one. The coding of the second
newspaper is a way of testing, refining, and extending the coding of the
first newspaper, as well as developing new categories (Glaser & Strauss,
1967). The new categories were then reapplied to the first newspaper,
which is considered as an iterative process (Clemente & Gabbioneta,
2017). We repeated this approach in all five newspapers. Next, we
compared first-order categories across newspapers and combined
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Table 1
Extent of media coverage of Huawei across selected newspapers (Source: Nexis UK).
2019 2020 Total
Nov Dec Jan Feb Mar Apr May Jun Jul Aug
Guardian 1 2 19 8 2 0 2 3 12 0 49
Independent 1 0 12 8 2 1 2 4 11 1 42
FT 2 4 8 4 1 2 1 4 8 3 37
Times 2 0 15 2 1 2 4 4 8 2 40
Telegraph 1 1 13 1 2 1 8 4 12 2 45
Total 7 7 67 23 8 6 17 19 51 8 213
. within IB. Thus, the second-order categories provided a theoretical
70 framework for how the media framed the disputes of Huawei in the UK.
3¢ In the second stage of our coding process, we conducted a separate
£ 50 thematic analysis to capture complexities of the geopolitical context in
©
5 40 the media reporting. Here, we examined how frequently the five British
3 39 newspapers reported Huawei with regards to its legitimacy in different
§ 20 geographic contexts. The examination allows us to investigate the cross-
10 border illegitimacy spillover effect on the firm. This analysis followed
0

On 28 January 2020, the
UK government took the
decision to allow Huawei to
participate in the non-core
part of the 5G network,
adding a 35% market share
cap stipulation.

On 15 May 2020,
the US government
tightened its Huawei
sanction by cutting
off semiconductor
shipment to the firm.

On 14 July, the
UK government
made a U-turn by
banning Huawei
from the entire
5G network.

Fig. 1. Major events and media coverage of Huawei in the UK.

similar categories into groups as the second-order categories. In this
process, we combined theoretical backgrounds to guide our coding, and
made sure the second-order coding is consistent with our research focus

Raw data (exemplars)

If Huawei's gamble pays off and it conquers Russia's 5G market, that could be used by
Beijing to lure other developing countries into a China-led digital domain (FT, 21 Jun)

Some of the Chinese firm's subcontractors used forced labour from the country's
Muslim minority (Guardian, 3 Mar)

Huawei is viewed as a security threat because of laws in China that oblige private
companies to hand over data to the government if required (Telegraph, 14 Jul)

New US sanctions on Huawei will force the company to use untrusted technology that
could increase the risk to national security (Telegraph, 6 Jul)

If the Communist Party of China ordered it to hand over data, Huawei would have to
comply (Times, 28 May)

"We won't die at the hands of Huawei; if we die, it will be at the hands of China
Development Bank" (Guardian, 30 Jan)

China's hi-tech firms are reaching technological frontiers by violating many
contemporary beliefs and principles around f arket i ion ( dian, 30 Jan)

“I really think the world democracies should speak up much louder against Beijing"
(Times, 26 May)

The Huawei decision undoubtedly signals the end of the so-called "golden era" in Sino-
British relations that was once heralded by David Cameron (Telegraph, 15 Jul)

The US is threatening to limit intelligence-sharing with Britain in the Five Eyes alliance
(FT, 21 Jan)

“There is a huge amount of nervousness that this is not just a tit-for-tat spat between
the US and China, but is turning into a technological cold war.” (FT, 20 May)

Big policy decisions must be taken - and be seen to be taken - solely with the national
interest at heart and not because of American lobbying (FT, 14 Jul)

This means a cumulative delayed 5G rollout of two to three years and costs of up to

£2bn (Independent, 14 Jul)
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our finding in the first stage that there was a high proportion of media
articles not merely reporting Huawei from the UK perspective but also
from a wider geographic context. We categorize the geographic focus of
the news reports into three contexts—the UK, the Five Eyes (FVEY)
Anglosphere intelligence countries, and other countries. In the third
stage, we extracted the voices of Huawei and the Chinese government
from the media texts to see whether and to what extent the firm and its
home country responded in the media to defend the firm’s legitimacy.
We thus generate insights into corporate-level strategies of responding,
or not, to negative media coverage.

First-order categories

Second-order categories

Clash of
civilizations

Geopolitical
relations

Host country
domestic interests

ALY ALY

Fig. 2. Data structure.
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4. Results and findings
4.1. Key elements in the media framing of Huawei’s LOR

We identified five elements vital to explaining: 1) why LOR consti-
tute a trigger factor for Huawei’s legitimacy defeat in the media, and 2)
how LOR-related issues are framed by the UK media. Fig. 2 depicts the
resulting data structure, presenting the first-order categories and their
relationships with second-order categories. We discuss each of them
below.

4.1.1. Dehumanization of home country

The first element that we identified that undermined Huawei’s
legitimacy was through dehumanizing Huawei’s home country (i.e.,
China). The dehumanization is rooted in a long-term stereotyped image
of China in the eyes of Western countries, as well as the unfolding al-
legations on various fronts raised by the Western countries about China.
As a Chinese MNE, Huawei was linked with the alleged problems of the
Chinese government and China’s ruling communist party, and it shared
and suffered the negative image of its home country.

China threats. In most news articles, Huawei was portrayed as a
national champion and a symbol of China catching-up in the techno-
logical industries to compete on an even footing with Western rivals. The
dominance of Huawei in future 5G development has raised concerns and
worries among industrial and political communities in the UK.

Human rights problems. The Chinese communist party has been
criticized by the Western media for its strict societal surveillance and
interventions, for example, in Hongkong and Xinjiang. Huawei, as the
major telecom company in China, is considered to support such sur-
veillance in a digital era.

Undeveloped institutions. The negative image of China is also
related to its control of firms in all their daily routines and strategic
decisions through strict institutions. Such undeveloped institutions in
the eyes of Western media were introduced in the news articles to justify
why Huawei cannot defend itself as an independent private firm without
special ties with the Chinese government.

4.1.2. Home country corporate stereotype image

The second element we identified refers to the home country
corporate stereotype image that weakens Huawei’s legitimacy in the UK.
Such a long-term negative corporate image is not specific to Huawei but
rather is associated with most Chinese MNEs in general.

Unreliable supply chain. All newspapers mentioned that the unre-
liability of “Made in China” Huawei products could cause cyber security
and quality issues, especially after the US government banned Huawei
from purchasing chips from US suppliers in May 2020. That means if
Huawei uses components from non-FVEY supply chains, neither the
quality nor the security of the products can be guaranteed, undermining
its 5G network development work.

Government intervention. Another criticism of Huawei relates to
high levels of government intervention among Chinese MNEs. The ar-
guments in media reports implied that Huawei is not merely a business
entity, but also is a political entity with certain political purposes in its
strategies and operations. For example, Huawei faced the allegation of
providing ‘back doors’ to the Chinese government for spying activities.

Unfair competition. In addition, there are also economic and in-
dustrial concerns from Huawei’s competitors criticizing the company for
using state funds to beat rivals and dominate foreign markets, which is
considered as unfair competition.

4.1.3. Clash of civilizations

The third element relates to conflict between different civilizations,
which is China versus the West in the Huawei case. The clash of civili-
zations is reflected in a combination of conflicts between the countries in
terms of their economic systems, political ideologies, cultural traditions,
etc. The articles compared and highlighted such differences and, hence,
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implied the ‘unavoidable’ conflict between China and the West, to de-
legitimize Huawei in the UK.

Economic principle. In some circumstances, the clash of civilizations
was reflected in the type of economic principle. The free-market prin-
ciple is a dominant economic principle in the UK and Western countries.
Many news articles highlighted the important role of state subsidies in
helping Huawei to achieve cheaper product prices with which to
compete with its global counterparts, which violates the free-market
principle. Huawei’s competitors in the UK have frequently given voice
to such accusations.

Political ideology. The media tended to highlight differences in the
political ideologies of the UK and China, suggesting that holding a tough
stance on Huawei is a symbol of standing up against autocracy and
saving or reinforcing democracy in the free world. Such content in the
news articles was frequently linked to quotations from UK and US
politicians.

4.1.4. Geopolitical relations

The fourth element used to de-legitimize Huawei is the geopolitical
relationship between the host and home countries. The debate over
Huawei’s engagement in the UK’s 5G development was frequently
framed into the wider bilateral or multilateral diplomatic battleground,
with the UK, the US, and China as major players.

4.1.4.1. UK-China relations. Many news articles implied that the UK
government’s tougher stance on Huawei related to the deteriorating
UK-China bilateral relationship, especially given sensitive issues such as
the coronavirus outbreak and pro-democracy protests in Hongkong.
Therefore, banning Huawei was treated as a way for the UK to respond
when the bilateral relationship was deteriorating.

UK-US relations. Despite the focal relationship being between the
host and home countries, the media intensively discussed how the UK
government should consider relationships with the US and other allies
when making its Huawei policies. In particular, the FVEY intelligence
alliance (i.e., the US, UK, Australia, Canada and New Zealand) led by the
US, was always explained as a source of pressure pushing the UK gov-
ernment to ban Huawei.

US-China relations. The US-China relationship was also an impor-
tant consideration in the media articles discussing the UK’s policy de-
cision on Huawei. Typically, it was opined that the UK is unlikely to be
able to choose a neutral position between the two superpowers in the
new Tech Cold War.

4.1.5. Host country domestic interests

The fifth element we identified is the calculation of the UK’s self-
interest. The media were often calculating the economic and political
costs the UK would have to pay if it banned Huawei from its 5G devel-
opment. Experts and analysts were usually given voices in such debates,
and there was an apparent opinion among the news articles that the
political calculation should trump the economic calculation, which de-
legitimized Huawei as a result.

Policy independence. Apart from framing Huawei in a geopolitical
context, the media also informed the UK government to make an inde-
pendent decision on Huawei based squarely on its own, domestic in-
terests and how to best serve these moving forwards.

Economic costs. Debates in the media were concerned about
whether the UK government should favor short-term economic interests
by giving Huawei a green light or protect the country’s long-term na-
tional security by banning Huawei.

4.2. Media framing and cross-border illegitimacy spillover effect
During the coding process, we observed that many news articles

published in British newspapers on Huawei focused on wider geographic
contexts—especially the US context—in addition to the domestic
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context. For many years, the US has been lobbying its allies (e.g., FVEY
members) to ban Huawei’s participation in their 5G development pro-
jects. As a particularly close ally of the US, the UK government’s take on
Huawei was highly influenced by attitudes and actions from the US
perspective. Therefore, we undertook a thematic analysis by looking at
the news headlines as well as the leading paragraphs to group articles
into three themes (see Appendix 1). First, articles grouping into the ‘UK
context” have keywords such as “UK” or “Boris Johnson” and report the
UK government’s position, decision, and action on Huawei. Second,
articles grouping into the ‘FVEY context’ have FVEY countries-related
keywords and report on relationships between the UK and its FVEY
allies in forming the Huawei decision and potential consequences. Third,
there is a small set of articles reporting on Huawei in ‘other contexts’,
such as continental Europe and Asia.

The results of the thematic analysis show that the geographic focus
varies over time (see Fig. 3). Nearly half of the news articles in the five
newspapers focused on the FVEY context when reporting the Huawei
dispute in the UK. In January/February 2019, when the UK government
partially banned Huawei in its 5G network development with a 35%
market share cap, news reporting focusing on the FVEY context sur-
passed the UK context. The media tended to question the government’s
decision by quoting the US government’s harsh stance on banning
Huawei. For example, Telegraph quoted a US politician saying that giv-
ing a green light for Huawei “is like allowing the KGB to build its tele-
phone network during the Cold War” (Telegraph, 29 Jan). The logic of
partially banning Huawei and ramifications for the UK-US relationship
were discussed widely in the media. For example, FT noted that “Given
that Britain leaves the EU on Friday and is looking to strike a swift post-
Brexit trade deal with the US, the decision raises tensions in the ‘special
relationship’ at a highly sensitive time.” (FT, 29 Jan).

Then, from March to June 2020—the window period before the UK
government’s final decision on Huawei in July 2020—there was an
increasing proportion of news articles focusing on the FVEY context,
particularly after the US government announced cutting off its domestic
supply chain from Huawei in May 2020. For example, Times stated that
the US has turned the technology sector into the frontline of the eco-
nomic war by “hitting China’s technology champion with a range of
sanctions” (Times, 28 May). This newspaper points out that the UK
government’s swinging policy denotes “a lack of strategy on China”
(Times, 20 Jul), which “would endanger the Anglo-American ‘special
relationship’ (Times, 1 Jun).

Finally, when the UK government announced the full ban on Huawei
in July 2020, the proportion of news articles focusing on the FVEY
context dramatically declined. The explanation might be that as the UK
kept pace with the US on Huawei, the media no longer needed to de-
legitimize Huawei by leveraging the stance of the US. Instead, the
media devoted space to discussing the aftermath of the UK government’s
U-turn policymaking. For instance, the media pointed out that Britain’s
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Fig. 3. The geographic focus of media coverage on Huawei.
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“golden era” with Beijing is long gone (Telegraph, 15 Jul), and took to
more frequently justifying the UK’s tougher stance on China by accusing
Beijing of a crackdown on Hongkong and other human rights abuse
issues.

Based on the thematic analysis of the news coverage, we can observe
a significant illegitimacy spillover effect in media reporting on Huawei.
The media was leveraging the hard stance of the US government on
Huawei as the warrant to challenge the UK government’s soft ban on
Huawei. Despite the media’s motivation of informing policymaking, we
suspect that the UK government might have influence on the media
framing as well. For instance, it can be observed that hawkish, anti-
China politicians have greater voice in calling for a Huawei ban in the
five newspapers, around January 2020 when the UK did not follow the
US lead to fully ban Huawei, and in the run up to June 2020 when the UK
government’s reconsideration of its Huawei policy was in the balance.

4.3. Voices of Huawei and the Chinese government in the media framing

In the coding process, we also observed the voices of Huawei and the
Chinese government. Although these voices are not the focus of the
media framing, it is important nevertheless to examine how the corpo-
ration and its home government’s responses are presented in the
framing, regarding our research question of how EMNEs can use voice
strategy to defend legitimacy. Table 2 summarizes the interaction be-
tween the identified elements of media frames and responses from
Huawei and the Chinese government in the research period.

We start by examining the content of Huawei’s voice in the five
selected newspapers, including corporate spokespersons and managers
from both the headquarters and subsidiary levels. The findings show
that the voice of Huawei can only be linked to certain elements of the
identified media framing, with the remaining elements being less or
even not responded to in the media articles. Specifically, first, there is a
high frequency of Huawei response about the economic costs that the UK
government and society will have to shoulder if banning Huawei from its
5G network. Huawei aimed to maintain its legitimacy by highlighting its
previous 20 years of successful operation in the UK market, and its
cutting-edge technology in 5G development. Second, Huawei defended
its legitimacy by responding to concerns over an unreliable supply chain
after the US announced new sanctions in May 2020. Third, Huawei tried
to call for the UK government to make an independent decision without
being manipulated by the US lobby. More overtly political elements,
including dehumanization of the home country, the clash of civiliza-
tions, and geopolitical relationships, were rarely responded to by the
company in the media.

Next, we examine the voice of the Chinese government present in the
media texts, channeled through the spokesperson of China’s Foreign
Ministry and China’s Ambassador to the UK. Again, the findings show
that the response of the Chinese government covers only a few elements
in the media framing. First, most of the voice from the Chinese gov-
ernment focused on the UK-China relationship, warning about political
consequences of the UK’s tough stance on Huawei. Along with these
responses, the media often implied a hawkish and hostile image of the
Chinese government—that it would retaliate if the UK blocked Huawei.
Second, Chinese diplomats also emphasize the economic costs the UK
will suffer when prohibiting Huawei. They pick up on UK-China re-
lations by criticizing the unfair British business environment that could
negatively influence future investments from Chinese companies.
However, as with Huawei’s voice, the overtly political elements have
been rarely responded to by the Chinese government via the media.

It is interesting to consider why the voices of Huawei and the Chinese
government are absent from so much of the media framing of the firm’s
LOR. The partial response could reflect different views on the nature and
salience of soft power between China and the West. That is, China sees
economic impact as the dominant factor while the West emphasizes
cultural and ideological factors. As a result, voices of Huawei and the
Chinese government emphasizing economic influences and
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Table 2

The voice of Huawei and Chinese government in the media articles.
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Elements of media framing

Voice of Huawei

Voice of Chinese government

First-order Second-order Frequency Examples Frequency Examples
categories categories
China threats Dehumanization of Low None
home country .. .
".... and the country of origin [China]
has also been mentioned," he said.
"That’s a fact of life, there’s nothing we
can do about that" (Times, 29 Jan)
Human rights None None
problems
Undeveloped None None
institutions
Unreliable Home country Middle None
supply chain corporate stereotype . .
image "We are working closely with our cus-
tomers to find ways of managing the
proposed US restrictions so the UK can
maintain its current lead in 5 G" (Tele-
graph, 6 Jul)
Government Low However, Ed Brewster, head of communications for Low "Huawei is a privately-owned company, nothing
intervention Huawei UK, told Times Radio that his company did to do with the Chinese government and the only
not serve the interests of any government (Times, 15 problem they have is they are a Chinese
Jul) company" (Times, 10 Feb)
Unfair None None
competition
Economic Clash of civilizations None None
principle
Political None None
ideology
UK-China Geopolitical relations Low High Mr Liu had warned earlier this month that there
relations .\ . . . would be "consequences" if Britain started to
further restrict Huawei 5 G equip- treat China as a hostile country rather than an
ment, or to remove existing 4 G equip- ally (FT, 14 Jul)
ment will not only incur very
significant costs, but prejudice trade
relationships with China" (Telegraph, 23
May)
UK-US Low Low "It’s wrong for the United Kingdom to
relations . . discriminate against a Chinese company because
Regrettably our future in the UK has of pressure from the United States" (Times, 20
become politicized, this is about US Jul)
trade policy and not security” (Inde-
pendent, 14 Jul)
US-China Low In his most strident comments yet on the trade war None
relations between the two superpowers, Eric Xu said that
Washington would open a "Pandora’s box" if it
intensified its campaign against Huawei (Times, 1
Apr)
Policy Host country Middle None
independence domestic interests
"We want to tell the people, the UK
needs to have the best possible tech-
nology for their gigabit broadband. I'm
still very confident the UK government
will opt for a solution based on the facts
and evidence" (FT, 7 Jun)
Economic costs High Middle "The China business community are all watching

"We are investing billions to make the
prime minister’s vision of a ’connected
kingdom’ a reality, so that British
families and businesses have access to
fast, reliable mobile and broadband
networks wherever they live" (Guard-
ian, 30 Jun)

how you handle Huawei. If you get rid of Huawei
it sends out a very bad message to other Chinese
businesses" (Independent, 13 Jul)
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consequences, cannot defend the firm’s legitimacy as the media framing
of LOR focuses more on cultural and ideological conflicts. Another
consideration is that given the proactive and occasionally overzealous
role of the media in de-legitimizing Huawei, there might be manipula-
tion of the media framing to silence voices from Huawei and the Chinese
government. By dehumanizing Huawei and its home country, the media
aimed to create a superior image of the West and an inferior image of
China, which is consistent with the mindset of winning the clash of
civilizations. Further, alternative explanations for Huawei’s insufficient
voice could be that, first, Huawei’s UK subsidiary might have difficulty
in accessing local media in the first place and in a timely manner as it
needs to follow the headquarters’ mandate. Second, Huawei could
consciously follow the rhetoric of the Chinese government to form its
voice. In this way, the company stays in a safe position of ‘political
correctness’, avoiding infuriating the Chinese government and gener-
ating a backlash at home.

5. Discussion
5.1. EMNEs’ LOR under the context of geopolitical rivalry

EMNE:s are believed to face additional LOR on top of general LOF in
host countries (Ramachandran & Pant, 2010; Marano et al., 2017). IB
scholars point out that EMNEs may suffer from LOR due to the
host-country government’s policies and misgivings about firms from a
particular country (Cuervo-Cazurra et al.,, 2007). By investigating
Huawei’s legitimacy defeat in the British newspapers, we find that LOR
can become a significant disadvantage for EMNEs in the host country,
especially given the geopolitical context. Our findings answer the
question of why EMNEs are facing increasing negative media coverage
and concomitant legitimacy defeats in developed countries, by identi-
fying LOR as the mechanism’s trigger.

Fang and Chimenson (2017) advanced two explanations for why
Chinese MNEs face increasing negative media coverage in Western
countries: China’s negative image in the West and suspicion of the
Chinese government. These causes are closely related to LOR and have
both been identified in the Huawei case (i.e., the categories of dehu-
manization of home country, home country stereotype image, and clash of
civilizations). Indeed, our analysis suggests that the negative image of the
home country is not simply about the focal firm but results from a
long-term stereotype perception of firms from the specific home country
in the eyes of the host country. Our study lends support to Moeller et al.’s
(2013) arguments that a firm’s country of origin has an impact on how it
is subjected to social judgment in a host country, and that such impact is
attributable to local stakeholders’ positive and/or negative pre-
dispositions toward the firm’s country of origin. Kolk and Curran (2017)
assert that an ideology contest—such as free trade versus protectionist
tendencies by government—can play a key role in influencing public
policy on Chinese MNEs. The Huawei case clearly shows the presence of
this ideological conflict. The Western free-market principle versus
China’s state capitalism principle became a common comparison in the
media narratives. It is also argued (Shi et al., 2016) that a company may
face a strong level of opposition in a foreign country which has different
religious beliefs and political mechanisms to those of its home country.
Democratic versus autocratic government, another apparent indicator of
the clash of civilizations shown in the Huawei case, demonstrates the
impact of political ideology in (de)constructing Huawei’s legitimacy.

Further, our study helps to explain under what conditions LOR
become a disadvantage for EMNE:s. It is the context of geopolitical ri-
valry (i.e., the categories of geopolitical relations and host country domestic
interests) that makes LOR a salient disadvantage for Chinese MNEs.
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Rivalries between superpowers are often linked with the ‘Thucydides
Trap’, which implies a ‘destined war’ between a rising power and the
ruling one (Allison, 2017). Based on the destined war notion, the media
can succeed in letting people ‘know their enemy’; media propaganda has
been considered as a vital tool in wartime history (Dower, 1986). The
US-China rivalry provides chances for the British media to narrativize
Huawei in the story of the Tech Cold War, and then portray Huawei as a
political entity from an enemy country. MNEs, as business entities, will
not be labeled as a democratic or authoritarian company, in general. Yet,
in the geopolitical context, the firm’s home-country government is used
by the media as a tool to de-legitimize the firm, which means the firm is
also treated as a political entity.

Moreover, the geopolitical context involves a significant cross-border
illegitimacy spillover effect to the extent that a firm losing legitimacy in
one country may well find its legitimacy similarly depleted in other
countries (Stevens & Newenham-Kahindi, 2017). The media plays the
role of circulating particular information across borders. In the Huawei
case, the media leveraged extensively Huawei’s lack of legitimacy in the
US to de-legitimize the firm in the UK. In sum, we suggest that geopo-
litical rivalry can serve an important context for the media to frame
EMNEs’ LOR.

5.2. Media framing of corporate LOR

We further crystalize the construct of media framing of corporate
LOR under the geopolitical context, to answer the question of how
EMNEs are de-legitimized by the media. We compare our results with
elements of the media framing of corporate scandals (Clemente &
Gabbioneta, 2017), general media framing of scandals (Entman, 2012),
and discursive legitimation strategies (Vaara et al., 2006). Table 3 shows
the comparison between these existing theories and our findings.

Both our corporate LOR frame and Clemente and Gabbioneta’s
(2017) corporate scandal frame echo the ones in Entman’s (2012)
general scandal frame: problem definition, causal relationship, moral
judgment, and endorsement of a remedy. Nonetheless, our media framing
of corporate LOR differs from the media framing of corporate scandals in
the four aligned elements. First, for the problem definition, the home
country replaces the focal organization to become the focus for the
media to (de)construct corporate legitimacy. Previous corporate scandal
framing is based on an organization’s wrongdoing while our media
framing of LOR is based on an organization’s negative stereotype image
linked to the home country. Second, in terms of the causal relationship,
the locus of responsibility is given to individuals such as the company’s
top executives in the scandal framing. However, in the corporate LOR
frame, responsibility is given—due to negative stereotyping—to com-
panies from the focal company’s home country. Third, regarding the
moral judgment, the LOR frame highlights the clash of civilizations
between host and home countries, while the scandal framing judges the
firm based on its organizational behavior. Fourth, for the endorsement
of a remedy, the scandal framing emphasizes how the firm can repair its
reputation, while the LOR frame explains how the host-country gov-
ernment can intervene to resolve the firm’s legitimacy dispute. Finally,
our media framing of corporate LOR contains the new element, geopo-
litical relations, which sets the context for the media framing of corporate
LOR.

In addition, we compare our findings with the discursive legitimation
strategies studied by scholars from a social linguistic perspective. Our
analysis indicates that media framing serves such a function, to “make
sense of particular issues and give sense to them” (Vaara & Tienari,
2008, p.987). Specifically, by dehumanizing Huawei’s home country,
the media was often using a normalization strategy to enhance the
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systems of their home countries, EMNEs will not face negative media
coverage in Western countries until their home country’s national power
(soft and hard) is visibly catching up or surpassing that of Western na-
tions. It is national power that can result in the re-shuffling and re-
structuring of the geopolitical order. In sum, our case study serves as a
starting point for examining more broadly EMNEs’ legitimacy in
geopolitical rivalries.

5.4. Managerial implications

Our study shows that the media played a crucial role in (de)con-
structing the legitimacy of Huawei in the UK. As well as framing
corporate contestations in news articles, the media offers a platform for
companies to influence external stakeholders (Murray & Nyberg, 2021).
Thus, it is important for EMNEs to understand the media framing and
skillfully use the media as a toolkit to overcome LOR and defend their
legitimacy in host countries. EMNEs can establish voice strategies, at
both global and local levels, to counter negative media coverage and
legitimacy concerns generated by integration of the LOR (i.e., cause),
geopolitical rivalry (i.e., context), and media framing (i.e., process).

First, EMNEs can form a global voice strategy to build a positive
reputation and image world-wide, as the geopolitical context can make
firms’ illegitimacy quickly transmit between different countries. The
Huawei case indicates that the media heavily leveraged Huawei’s lack of
legitimacy in the US to de-legitimize the firm in the UK. Thus, EMNEs
can pair media communication with corporate foreign policy and IB
diplomacy, emphasizing firms’ capability in navigating geopolitical
complexities (Chipman, 2016; Doh et al., 2022). Second, a local voice
strategy can be formed and executed by EMNEs’ subsidiaries in specific
host countries, coping with legitimacy concerns raised by local stake-
holders. Although we focused on newspapers—formal media—in this
study, EMNEs indeed need access to different media channels to
communicate with local stakeholders, as negative media coverage can
easily go viral through social media and generate negative public sen-
timents in the host country (Yiu et al., 2021). Still, keeping silent in the
media and maintaining a low-profile, sometimes can be a useful voice
strategy depending on the specific legitimacy challenges faced.

In the Huawei case, only limited concerns in the media were
addressed directly by the firm—its voice response was patchy at best. An
implication is that voice strategy may be more difficult to use in
responding to certain types of media de-legitimation. To this point,
neither Huawei, nor its home-country government, responded to media
framing of the ‘clash of civilizations’. Improving corporate soft power
can be an alternative way to mitigate negative media coverage, in the
first place, before the negative media coverage expands. As EMNEs’ LOR
might be attributed to the home country’s lower soft power, compared
with the developed host country, it becomes more important for EMNEs
to establish a long-term attractive image to the stakeholders in the host
country. As Warren (2014, p.115) suggested, soft power is “exercised,
not only through the deployment of force (‘sticks’) and wealth (‘car-
rots’), but also through the deployment of symbols”. Importantly,
shaping an attractive image and making the public perceive it, requires
EMNE:s to use a media narrative in a consistent manner. Also, improving
corporate soft power in the host country requires EMNE:s to collaborate
with the home-country government to achieve the best mutual
outcomes.

6. Conclusion

The current study sought to investigate the case, context, and process
of Huawei’s legitimacy defeat in the British media. To answer the first
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research question of Why do EMNEs face increasing negative media
coverage in developed countries, we find that LOR becomes the cause or
trigger factor for the negative media coverage of EMNEs and concomi-
tant deconstruction of firms’ legitimacy in developed countries, espe-
cially in the geopolitical context. This point links to the theoretical
contribution on EMNEs’ LOR and legitimacy complexities (Ramachan-
dran & Pant, 2010), taking a key but seldom investigated stake-
holder—the media—into account. To answer the second research
question of How are EMNEs de-legitimized by the media in developed
countries and making voice in the media to defend themselves, first, we
propose a contextualized explanation for EMNEs’ legitimacy defeats in
the media by identifying the cause (i.e., LOR), context (i.e., geopolitical
rivalry), and process (i.e., media framing) in such de-legitimization
mechanism. Second, we crystalize the construct of media framing of
EMNE’s LOR, which differs from media framing of a corporate scandal.
Third, we suggest that EMNEs need to form global and local voice
strategies to deal with media-related legitimacy challenges in developed
countries. Our study brings mass communication strategy into IB theory,
advancing the research agenda by cross-fertilizing these two disciplines.
Finally, this study echoes the call for methodological pluralism in
theorizing from case study research (Welch et al., 2011, 2022), proving
that context is endogenous rather than exogenous to theory.

Yet, this study has several limitations that set the boundaries to the
external validity of our findings and, at the same time, open possibilities
for future research. First, we theorize from a single-case study, aiming to
develop a context-sensitive theory. Still, we encourage researchers to
apply our framework to other cases in similar contexts, as well as in
different contexts, thereby embracing a context-sensitive mindset to
investigate EMNEs’ legitimacy complexities. Second, we included an
analysis that examined how Huawei was de-legitimized in British
newspapers, it would be enlightening for future research to further
scrutinize whether the media framing against (specific) EMNEs is
orchestrated widely in the Western world.

Third, as Huawei’s legitimacy defeat is related to governmental
sanctions, we study the pivotal role played by newspapers in framing the
debate over these. Still, our approach that favored established over new
media is both a limitation and research opportunity. Other EMNE:s suffer
legitimacy crises due to grassroots boycotts from social media, wherein
younger people and groups of users might be more actively partici-
pating. Thus, future IB research should use social media to inform on the
consumer legitimacy sphere and public sentiment (Yiu et al., 2021). In
addition, how the audience perceive the media framing, which is
another mainstream research area in mass communication, can be
studied by employing relevant mass communication research methods
(cf. Boyle & Kelly, 2012). Lastly, future studies can focus on exploring
EMNES’ voice strategies and broader nonmarket strategies.
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Overview of media reporting focusing on three contexts
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2019 2020
Total
Nov Dec Jan Feb Mar Apr May Jun Jul Aug
UK 2 4 25 6 5 3 8 5 43 3 104
FVEY 2 3 39 17 3 3 9 13 6 5 100
Others 1 2 3 0 0 0 0 1 2 0 9
Media reporting on Huawei focusing on the UK context
2019 2020
Total
Nov Dec Jan Feb Mar Apr May Jun Jul Aug
Guardian 0 0 7 2 1 0 0 0 10 0 20
Independent 1 0 6 0 1 1 1 2 10 0 22
FT 0 1 3 2 1 0 0 1 6 0 14
Times 0 2 3 2 1 1 2 1 8 2 22
Telegraph 1 1 6 0 1 1 5 1 9 1 26
Total 2 4 25 6 5 3 8 5 43 3 104
Media reporting on Huawei focusing on the FVEY context
2019 2020
Total
Nov Dec Jan Feb Mar Apr May Jun Jul Aug
Guardian 1 1 11 6 1 0 2 3 1 0 26
Independent 0 0 6 8 1 0 1 2 1 1 20
FT 1 2 3 2 0 2 1 2 1 3 17
Times 0 0 12 0 0 1 2 3 0 0 18
Telegraph 0 0 7 1 1 0 3 3 3 1 19
Total 2 3 39 17 3 3 9 13 6 5 100
Media reporting on Huawei focusing on other contexts
2019 2020
Total
Nov Dec Jan Feb Mar Apr May Jun Jul Aug
Guardian 0 1 1 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 3
Independent 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
FT 1 1 2 0 0 0 0 1 1 0 6
Times 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Telegraph 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Total 1 2 3 0 0 0 0 1 2 0 9
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